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Archival photographs depict an aerial view of
Whittier Mill (left) and the front of the Whittier
Mill store (below).File photos courtesy of Rhetta Kilpatrick
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This “little oasis,”a tightly
knit intown community,
embraces its industrial past
and promising future

L

ucy Parks, a stay-at-home
mother of three, stands
at the edge of her neighborhood’s signature green
space, Whittier Mill Park,
and her expression becomes unexpectedly grave: “I don’t joke
when I say this park saved our lives.”
The intensity of Parks’ statement
stems from tougher times several
years ago, when her husband, Ben,
who runs a nonprofit, was constantly drawn away from Atlanta for work.
They’d bought a foreclosed home in
what Ben calls “a little oasis”: Whittier Mill Village, a tucked-away ITP community seven miles west of downtown, knit tightly like the cotton
loomed there a century ago. Discovering the park with her kids, Parks
found a “consistent crew” of other mothers and one of the neighborhood’s chief attributes: a sense of togetherness. Her stress of being cooped
up with her flock, like her sense of
loneliness, fell by the wayside.
Parks’ experience has been repeated around this pioneering live-workplay community for nearly 120 years,
since the roads were dirt, the locals poor but hard-working, and the
houses owned by the Whittier family of Massachusetts, whose textile mill
brought the area to life.
“The village had a feel about it that
one would think it was one large family,” J. Slater Baker recounts in “Chattahoochee Boys,” a Twainian memoir about growing up in the shadow of
Whittier Mill, beginning in the 1930s.
To outsiders, the villagers were derogatorily called “lint heads” for the
airborne material that clung to their
clothes and bodies after long shifts.
»

Above, the homes of Whittier Mill Village emphasize social front porches and
put strict controls on street-facing garages. Below, a dog stands vigilant at the
fence of one of the community’s landscaped yards.

Left, a tower in Whittier Mill Park is all that
remains of the original 65,000-square-foot
textile factory, which was founded in 1895
and gives the community its name.
Sep. - Oct. 2015
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“We were poor,” Baker writes, “but
never knew it because most of us were
in the same social strata.”
When the lifeblood mill closed
in 1971, the village fared better than
some Southern mill towns; most residents stayed, and slowly they welcomed a changing of the guard. The village houses once sheltered folks who’d
spent their lives fashioning cotton into window sash cords and casings for
firehouses, among other products. Today’s denizens might operate a small
business or freelance via the Internet from the same homes. The organic spirit of the Whittier Mill Village isn’t
easy to replicate, if not impossible, and
it’s helped attract a whole new generation that cherishes its authenticity.
Don Rooney, director of exhibitions
at Atlanta History Center, says just five
households had no connection to the
mill when he moved to the village in
1984. Three decades later, only two
households have ties to the bygone industrial era.
“As young people started to move

in, older neighbors embraced the
pride that we had in living here,”
Rooney says. “They were with us picking up tires and old bottles. It was a
wonderful, symbiotic relationship between young and old.”

admi
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The remains of the mill’s carpenter shop,
renovated in 2004, are now an open-air pavilion available for private functions on the
edge of Whittier Mill Park.

To find Whittier Mill Village — or
WMV, as the stickers on residents’ cars
call it — take Marietta Boulevard and
then Bolton Road toward the industrial fringes of northwest Atlanta, due
west of Howell Mill Road’s restaurant
scene, and don’t blink.
Nestled near the Chattahoochee River, Whittier Mill is a hilly little
grid of landscaped yards and smalltown quietude — a calming contrast to
the active rail lines, ramshackle warehouses and BP gasoline plant that surround it. “Unless you visit a resident,”
observed Garden & Gun magazine in
a recent profile, “you might not even
know it is there.”
Media attention provides another
source of Whittier Mill pride. “This Old
House” named it a top Southern neighborhood for old houses in 2011, helping
to spur interest from an eclectic group
of homebuyers. They range from Buckhead expats to young families wanting
a way into the Buckhead public schools
for which Whittier Mill is districted.
The housing stock offers an array of

Cape Cods, Saltboxes and even triplexes — with an emphasis on social front
porches and strict control on antisocial,
street-facing garages — but it’s nearly reached its physical limit, with few»
er than 130 homes. The vast majority

Originally the homes of the Whittier Mill
owners, these residences sit in a semi-circle on a hilltop facing the Chattahoochee
River and the original mill site.
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of them date to the 1920s or earlier, and
they make Whittier Mill that increasingly rare intown neighborhood where
a restored bungalow can cost less than
$250,000. Once interested buyers do
get in, they’ll be approached by a basket-toting welcoming committee.
“I grew up in Atlanta in the ’50s, and
this reminds me of that,” says Rhetta
Kilpatrick, an empty-nester resident of
seven years. “Everybody’s friends with
everybody. Everybody’s different ages,
and they hang out together.”
The village’s appeal — and the connectedness of neighbors — owes much
to the 22-acre park, which was carved
from the footprint of the mill. After the
mill shuttered (and became a magnet
for arsonists and other nefarious characters), plans for the industrial-zoned
site ranged from a refrigerated beer facility to a landfill — much to the chagrin of neighbors, who championed
more attractive uses.
“For a while,” Rooney says, “we
were all very nervous.”
In an effort to preserve Whittier
Mill’s residential character, the neighborhood in 1994 was among the first to
secure a Historic District designation
through the Atlanta Urban Design Commission. That same year, the Trust for
Public Land bought the factory property and, working with residents and the
city, created a wide-open green space
with a unique centerpiece: the mill’s
50-foot brick tower, which once housed
the factory chemist’s office and a firesuppression system.
Elsewhere, the park connects to the
river via a spur trail. The ruins of a carpenter’s shop — reinforced and beautified a decade ago with help from a
$40,000 Arthur Blank Foundation
Above left, many of the Whittier Mill Village
homes have modern, renovated interiors
while retaining their historic exteriors. Left,
4-year-old resident Sofia Kreafle cuddles
her dolls in her bedroom.

insider TIP » Whittier Mill

Village lets loose each October for
the neighborhood’s signature festival,
Parktoberfest. Visitors can expect beer,
bands and food deep into the night, and
proceeds from the family-friendly event
support Whittier Mill Park. For updates,
go to www.whittiermillvillage.com

grant — occupy a corner of the park,
near a playground. This pavilion of ruins has become a hotspot for photography shoots, picnics and band performances during Parktoberfest, Whittier
Mill’s largest annual shindig.
Neighbors like Ilene Kreafle, who’s
lived in a meticulously restored 1905
home with her husband for seven
years, speak of the historical character, civic successes and growing notoriety of Whittier Mill as if it’s an heirloom
that must be maintained for posterity.
“A lot of us do feel that responsibility
to keep the historic aspect of the neighborhood going,” says Kreafle, a mother
of two. “I hope my kids come and bring
their kids and say, ‘Oh, that’s the park
we played at,’ or, ‘That’s so-and-so’s
house.’ I really feel like we’re just passing it along to the future generation.” ■
Right, Jennifer and Jason Veatch enjoy
their front porch swing while living in one of
the neighborhood’s oldest homes, built in
the late 1800s.
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